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merit.  These rankings go to the assigned institutes, where they are reviewed for program relevance by the advisory councils, which have the statutory authority to approve awards.  The ability of peer reviewers to distinguish differences among excellent proposals is limited and is a source of increasing tension as the number of approved grants that are not funded increases.5 In recent years the number of approved grants has greatly exceeded the available funds; the various institutes were able to fund only an average of 35 percent (ranging from 29-48 percent) of approved grants in fiscal 1982.31
At NSF the Directorate of Biological, Behavioral, and Social Sciences regularly uses panels of reviewers.  The other directorates do so less regularly.  In these directorates program officers usually obtain opinions by mail from 3-10 reviewers knowledgeable in the field represented by the proposal and make the final judgment on the basis of these recommendations.  Decisions of program officers are then reviewed within NSF before the award is made. NSF, too, receives far more meritorious proposals than it can fund.
Coordination of Budget and Policy
The U.S. system of research and development, including the government-university partnership, has always been marked by wide diffusion of authority and little central coordination. Observers have long considered the decentralization of the system a major strength, although the desirability of a more coordinated national science policy has been debated for three decades.  The legislation that established the National Science Foundation and its policy-making body, the National Science Board, assigned them a role in coordinating federal science, but they have never pursued it.  It is perhaps unrealistic to expect NSF to attempt to coordinate the scientific activities of older agencies of equal rank and greater size.32
The Executive Branch
The federal science agencies are coordinated at several levels within the executive branch. Of the largest sponsors of research, NSF and NASA are independent subcabinet agencies. The others are within cabinet-level departments, each with its own hierarchical structure. The annual budgets are reviewed and combined into the